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Abstract 
For various reasons, phrasal nouns —i.e. start-up, spin off, etc.— often integrate as loan words in the lexical systems of 
languages other than English where, despite their initial opacity, they often end up showing a more specific range of meanings 
than in the English language. In this paper we present the results of exploiting online reference corpora of the Spanish and 
German languages to obtain an initial picture of this phenomenon in both languages. After giving an account of the methodology 
used for assessing the comparability of both data sets, first results regarding the extension of the phenomenon and the handling of 
English phrasal nouns in the receiving languages are provided. By interpreting those data, first conclusions are extracted for the 
construction of a DIY-corpus for the comparative and translatological study of English phrasal nouns in both Spanish and 
German. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Aim and scope of the study 
 The origin of this research paper lies in our belief in the existence of a very peculiar subphenomenon related to 
the major one of English word loaning. In other words, the subphenomenon involving the so-called English phrasal 
nouns in other languages. And we also consider that, in spite of the fact of having a rich, traditional literature on this 
research field (Lindelöf, 1937; Bolinger, 1971; Hiltunen, 1983; Khalaili and Marina, 1983; Lavin and Sánchez 
Benedito, 1983; Sorensen, 1986; Zarandona, 1997; Zarandona, 2003), it has not been studied as it deserves to be so 
far. Secondly, this paper originates in our deep conviction that the aforementioned phenomenon will never be 
studied properly in all its complexity, variety and extension, without the unavoidable help of a methodology 
deriving from the Corpus Linguistics approach. These are the two foundations of the present study. Specifically, our 
aim is (i) to present and briefly discuss the results of a first survey of EPNs in reference corpora of the Spanish and 
the German languages, and (ii) to identify relevant methodological issues for an in-depth, corpus-based study of 
EPNs in languages other than English. 
1.2. Definition of English phrasal nouns (EPN)  
Very briefly, an English phrasal noun is a noun that comes from a pre-existing phrasal verb or, alternatively, has 
been created by analogy with other phrasal nouns. Their inner structure contains a particle (adverb of preposition) 
before or after the (previously verbal) base of the word. They are known as “phrasal” as they are compound forms 
made up of two or three elements that can appear independently: the verbal base, the particle(s) and other elements 
(affixes, pronouns). They are also characterized by their spelling irregularity (with or without hyphen, with or 
without space between base and particle), and have become one of the most popular, native, word-formation 
processes in English of Germanic origin. Also, they have proved to be typical of contemporary English, both in 
scientific and technical language and professional jargons, as well as in colloquial speech. They are attractive to 
English native speakers for their dynamism, taken from their original verbs of action and spatial particles. Another 
factor to bear in mind is the high semantic density that they present, from literal meanings (self-explanatory) to 
extreme idiomatic ones (opaque). All these features result in a translation problem when rendered into other 
languages, and in an extreme difficulty for foreign learners of English. Finally, EPNs represent a large percentage of 
the total number of English loan words, or anglicisms, that reach other languages (German and Spanish among 
them). 
 
This is the object of our research work here. As examples of their different formal possibilities, we can mention 
the following ones: downfall, input / onlooker, withdrawal / overcoming, upgrading / upshot / cave-in, change-up / 
hanger-on / carrying-on / leftover / pick-me-up. Their different types cannot only be classified according to the 
position of the particle, but also taking into account the verbal base involved: infinitive / present, -ing or past 
participle forms, etc. 
2. Methodology 
Due to the inductive nature of our work, corpora —and, more specifically, reference corpora of the Spanish and 
German languages in the 21st century— seemed a suitable resource for the investigation of the phenomenon under 
scrutiny from a synchronic, contrastive perspective. Reference corpora, being very large collections of testimonies 
of language usage designed to support any kind of inquiries about the use of a given language (Rojo, 2010; Briz and 
Albelda, 2009), should allow us to observe how English phrasal nouns (EPN) are handled across the different 
geographical areas of the Spanish and German languages, as well as across different thematic areas and time periods 
throughout the present century. 
 
For the Spanish language, Corpes XXI was selected, a ready-to-use corpus set up by the Royal Spanish Academy, 
and endorsed by the Association of Spanish Language Academies in 2007. It was provided with a rich non-linguistic 
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annotation (codification) and was comprised, as of July 31st 2014, of 174,156,994 running words organized in three 
five-year periods: 2001-05, 2006-10, and 2011 onwards (RAE, 2013). 
 
For German, the online ready-to-use corpora at our disposal did not meet the requirements of comparability with 
Corpes XXI, whose rich codification was going to serve as a reference for the description of the data. The 
100,000,000 words included in the 2001-2010 period of the Kernkorpus des 21. Jahrhunderts on the DWDS-
platform were not comparable to the more than 174 million words of Corpes XXI, although the codification of the 
former —and particularly its genre-annotation— was somehow comparable to that of the latter. And for similar 
reasons having to do with size and time extension, the C4-Corpus —an attractive resource due to its combination of 
sections of German, Austrian, Swiss and South Tyrolean corpora— was discarded. We finally turned to the 
Deutsches Referenzkorpus (DeReKo) at the Institut für Deutsche Sprache, a primordial sample that contains huge 
amounts of testimonies of the German language used in Germany, Austria and Switzerland and grows at a speedy 
pace, as it is half-yearly fed with large amounts of newspaper texts (Kupietz and Lüngen, 2014). As a primordial 
sample, DeReKo is conceived for the users to select from among its different Archives those that best fit their 
research purpose. This selection can be performed using the online search application Cosmas-II (soon to be 
replaced by the newer, more versatile KorAp), and the resulting virtual, user-defined corpus remains at the user's 
disposal for query on the Cosmas-II platform until s/he decides to delete it. Thus, for the purpose of our research, we 
had a German corpus of nearly 176,000,000 running words, in which texts of German origin comprised 50% of the 
total, whereas Austrian and Swiss testimonies comprised 39% and 11%, respectively. The percentages were 
calculated taking as a reference the number of (German-language) newspaper and weekly newspaper titles in each of 
the three countries. This variety should somehow correspond to the geographical diversity comprised in Corpes XXI 
which, as is known, constitutes a reference corpus of the total Spanish-speaking areas of the world. Regarding the 
distribution of time periods for statistical purposes, our German corpus comprises two —not homogeneous— 
periods: 2001-09 and 2010-14. This is due to technical reasons that forced the distribution of the data into two 
different Archives at the IDS-server. 
 
With both corpora, we set up a delocalized comparable corpus, as defined by Sánchez Nieto (2014). 
 
For the data gathering process, we drew on both quantitative and qualitative methods. The process consisted of 
the following steps: 
 
1. Locating all the EPNs included in both corpora. After reviewing the typology of EPNs proposed by 
Zarandona (1997), we concluded that using wildcards in two different query structures (*particle and 
particle*) would probably allow us to locate virtually all examples of EPNs in the Spanish subcorpus. For 
the German subcorpus, however, a second query round was necessary after locating the first-level EPNs, 
again using a wildcard. For example, after recovering Pop-up, Upgrade, etc., we launched queries such as 
*pop-up, *upgrade, in order to identify those composite nouns formed with the EPNs as basic nouns. This 
was necessary due to the profuse productivity of composition as a word formation mechanism in German. At 
this stage, different spellings for the same EPN were identified. Nevertheless, for the sake of simplicity, all 
spelling variants of an EPN were taken as examples of the same noun. 
 
2. Extracting statistical information of the located EPNs in each corpus. The information extracted from each 
subcorpus was jotted down on an Excel sheet. For each EPN located in Corpes XXI we could extract 
information on ten categories: spelling variants, absolute frequency, normalized frequency for the whole 
subcorpus, normalized frequencies for the 2001-05, 2006-10, and 2011-14 periods, geographical area with 
the highest normalized frequency and said frequency, thematic area with the highest absolute frequency and 
said frequency. As for the German subcorpus, information on only five categories could be gathered: 
spelling variants, absolute frequencies for the 2001-2009 and 2010-2014 periods and normalized frequencies 
for the same periods —the latter had to be manually calculated with the aid of an Excel sheet, as the search 
machine used to query the DeReKo corpora does not provide such information. 
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3. Locating the subset of EPNs that were common to both the Spanish and the German subcorpora. 
 
4. Selecting ten EPNs with a number of examples that was suitable for qualitative analysis —i.e. large enough 
to allow generalizations, yet small enough to make the painstaking manual analysis feasible in a reasonable 
time lapse. 
 
5. Manually selecting all the examples of the selected EPNs in each subcorpus and (i) studying the meaning(s) 
in the examples of each subcorpus; (ii) studying the way the writers handled each occurrence of the EPNs in 
each subcorpus; and (iii) comparing the results obtained for (i) and (ii) in both subcorpora. 
6. Interpreting the results and extracting conclusions. 
 
The data gathered in steps #1 and #2 allowed us to perform a series of modest statistical analyses, whose results 
will be presented and commented on in the next section. The data gathered in steps #3 and #4 led to the 
identification of tendencies in the handling of EPNs in Spanish and German texts. Section 4 deals with such 
tendencies. 
3. Quantitative results of the study of EPNs in the selected reference corpora of Spanish and German 
We were able to locate 121 different EPNs in Corpes XXI, and 242 in the German DeReKo-subcorpus, that is, 
twice as many as in the Spanish subcorpus. Not very surprisingly, only 45 EPNs appeared in both subcorpora, these 
representing 37.2% of all the EPNs located in Corpes XXI but just 18.6% of the EPNs identified in the German 
subcorpus. This lack of coincidence between the EPN lists of the two corpora is coherent with the fashionable and 
surprising effect the uses that this very special kind of anglicism is meant to have in the importing discourses, which 
reflects on the occasional character of EPNs (see below). 
 
The most frequent particles in the *particle pattern were up (9.09% of all the EPNs in the German texts and 
7.44% in the Spanish ones), out (20.66% ES / 16.53% DE), in (10.33% ES / 9.09% DE) and off (5.37 ES / 9.92% 
DE). The particle* pattern was less represented than the former one, and the most frequent particles in this position 
were over (4.13% ES / 7.02% DE), up (4.13% ES / 3.31% DE), down (0.83% ES / 3.31% DE) and after (2,48% ES / 
3.31% DE). 
 
Taking a closer look at the absolute frequencies of EPNs in each corpus, the occurrence of EPNs might be 
characterized as a phenomenon tending to occasionalism. As Figure 1 shows, 166 of the 242 EPNs located in the 
German subcorpus (66.1%) and 77 of the 121 EPNs located in Corpes XXI (63.6%) have nine or less examples in 
each corpus. 
 
Focusing now on the Spanish subcorpus, Figure 2 visualizes which geographical areas more often showed the 
highest normalized frequency for the EPNs located in the corpus. Notably, River Plate was, as often as Spain, the 
area with the highest normalized frequency. But it was even more interesting to observe that areas such as Mexico 
and Middle America —and even Antilles—, which are much closer to their anglophone neighbour, showed a lesser 
openness to this very special kind of anglicism with respect to River Plate. The divergences between the 
neighbouring River Plate and Chilean areas are also surprising. All these testimonies altogether might point to 
differences in linguistic policies and in initial norms at play —borrowing Toury’s concept (1991) from the field of 
theory of translation and applying it to the context of lexicology. Needless to say, these attempted interpretations 
should be complemented by a deeper study comprised of a sociocultural analysis of the importing cultures. 
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Fig. 1. Sets of EPNs located in the Spanish and German subcorpora, organized by absolute frequencies 
 
The distribution of the thematic areas to which the Corpes XXI examples containing EPNs pertained is very 
interesting as well (see Figure 3). Due to the fact that Corpes XXI, at the moment the queries were launched, did not 
yet allow us to export the statistics of the results —thus making the post-processing of the whole statistical data 
extremely difficult and time consuming with the means at our disposal—, we were limited to extracting, for every 
single EPN, the information of the thematic area to which the highest number of examples of that EPN pertained. 
 
 
Fig 2. Geographical areas with the highest normalized frequencies (Corpes XXI). Fig. 3.Preferred thematic areas of Corpes XXI-
EPNs 
 
If, for example, start-up was present in 97 examples in Corpes XXI out of which 64 were thematically codified as 
"science and technology" and 25 as "politics, economy and justice", we would take "sciences and technology" as the 
thematic area associated to this EPN in the corpus. What is surprising here is not the high impact of EPNs in the 
discourse of science and technology, but rather the scarcity of EPNs attested in the texts of the political, economic 
and law discourse, as Spanish economical discourse at least was hypothesized as a communicative context quite 
prone to the import of EPNs. This is due to the influence that English exerts in such discourse as the language of 
communicationin supranational economical organizations. This is but one of the questions arising from this first 
survey which requires further research. 
 
An aspect we were able to study in both the Spanish and the German subcorpora was the distribution of the EPNs 
across the periods codified in each of them. Although not strictly comparable, Corpes XXI, distinguishing three 
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periods (see section 2), and the DeReKo Newspaper subcorpus, reflecting only two periods (see above), both 
provide some rough evidence of the "lifetime" of the EPNs in these two languages. The basis for comparison was 
the normalized frequencies of the EPNs across the periods of each subcorpus. In Corpes XXI, 19.8% of the 
identified EPNs increase in their representation throughout all the three periods identified, i.e. between 2001-05 and 
2011-2014. Notwithstanding, the set of EPNs that increases only between the first and the second period, i.e. 2001-
05 and 2006-09, is considerably higher (41.3%) than the former. We also identified a third set of EPNs whose 
normalized frequency interestingly decreases across all three periods. This last set is equivalent to a 20.6%. As for 
the German subcorpus, 60% of the EPNs identified have a higher normalized frequency in the 2010-14 period than 
in the 2001-09 period, thus increasing considerably. Both periods in the German subcorpus, although not consisting 
of the same number of years, do include the same amount of tokens. Nevertheless, 35% of the EPNs in the German 
subcorpus are less represented in the 2010-14 period than in the former, and 5% of the EPNs do not vary in their 
representation. What is most striking is the difference arising between the subsets of EPNs in the Spanish and in the 
German subcorpora that shows a steady increase in their representation throughout the periods: this subset is 40% 
bigger in the German subcorpus than in the Spanish one. Two explanations might be possible: Firstly, the greater 
openness of German to anglicisms in general and, secondly, the smaller amount of tokens still included in the 2011-
onwards period in Corpes XXI (a third with respect to the 2006-09 period and scarcely a half with respect to the 
2001-05 period). 
4. Qualitative results of the study of EPNs in the selected reference corpora of Spanish and German 
The EPNs selected for the purpose of the qualitative study (see section 2 for its rationale) were lockout / lock-out 
/ lock out; spin-off / spin off; upgrade; pin-up; upload; start-up / startup / start up; back-up / backup / back up; 
stand-up; pop-up / popup / pop up; crossover. 
 
We could state that in six out of the ten EPNs selected, the meanings updated in the Spanish subcorpus varied 
slightly with respect to those in the German subcorpus. For reasons of space we cannot give a detailed account of all 
the differences encountered, but only offer some relevant examples: 
 
• The testimonies of lockout / lock-out / lock out in Corpes XXI referred only to the refusal of a team owner to 
allow players to play and train until they had accepted his terms, whereas in the DeReKo-subcorpus many 
examples were found where lockout also stood for the closing of basketball or ice hockey seasons as a result of 
the wage dispute between team owners and players. 
• The testimonies of pinup in Corpes XXI referred mainly to a sexually attractive person who has been 
photographed whereas in the DeReKo-subcorpus this EPN appeared as well with a second meaning of a large 
photograph of such a person. 
To summarize, the differences encountered between the Spanish and the German subcorpora confirm that as 
fashionable, modern-looking words, EPNs enter the borrowing system with an unstable semantic content that 
becomes newly shaped through usage. This usage seems to be highly thematic dependent. 
 
A comparison of the techniques with which the selected EPNs were handled in each subcorpus constituted the 
core of our qualitative study. Firstly, the high incidence of the usage of the selected EPNs as pure loan words in the 
Spanish as well as in the German texts has to be highlighted: It affects 81% of the EPNs located in Corpes XXI and 
86% of those located in the DeReKo newspaper corpora. The urge to import this kind of lexicon is so strong that it 
turns pure loaning into an irresistible trend. Secondly, we stated that the techniques employed in the remaining 19% 
and 14% of the examples respectively showed a mainly informative character (1) and, to a small extent, a stylistic 
character (2). The techniques proposed here are adaptations applied to a monolingual context of the translation 
techniques put forth by Hurtado (2001) for language-mediated communication. 
 
(1) Amplification of the loan word through the addition of different kinds of information: 
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(1.1) Definitions (before or after the loan word): This technique was used in 39% of the remaining Spanish 
examples and in 34.7% of the remaining German examples. 
 
„Ich sehe nicht, dass die Liga uns entgegenkommt.“ Daher bereite man sich auf einen Lockout, also auf Aussperrungen streikender Spieler 
vor. (Lockout12, U11/FEB.03349 SüddeutscheZeitung, 21.02.2011, S. 29 
 “…dos mil proyectos, sesenta conglomerados productivos, miles de empresas nacientes (start-up), redes universitarias, cadenas productivas 
de exportación, ciudadelas tecnológicas, arreglos regionales y locales de producción” (Startup 4, La República, Lima, 11-25-2004) 
 
(1.2) Explicitations: This technique appeared in 42.5% of the Spanish and 54.5% of the German examples: 
 
SZ: Wie muss man gestrickt sein, um sich in einem Start-up-Unternehmen wohlfühlen zu können? (Start-Up38, U12/MAR.03743 
SüddeutscheZeitung, 24.03.2012, S. V2/9) 
 “…y Albert Rodríguez se unen en el espectáculo ‘La Parranda del Sorullo’, una serie de comedias tipo ‘stand-up’ que sube a escena todos los 
sábados hasta el mes de enero en el Teatro El Josco, en Santurce” (Standup 4, El Nuevo Día, San Juan, 12-22-2006) 
 
(1.3) Focusing elements (only in the German subcorpus): Signaling the loan word with a focusing element such 
as "what is generally known as", etc. This technique appeared isolated in 5% of the German examples and combined 
with the definition in 3% of the German definition examples, as in the following: 
 
Bei dem nun startenden Werk handelt es sich um ein sogenanntes Spin-off, einen Ableger, keine offizielle Fortsetzung der Serie. (Spin-off17, 
RHZ14/JAN.00888 Rhein-Zeitung, 02.01.2014, S. 26) 
 
(1.4) Redundant adjectives (only in the Spanish subcorpus): An adjective is added to reinforce the loaned phrasal 
noun. However, the noun’s dense meaning already contains that notion in its complex semantic structure. 
 
 “Alfredo De Angeli, erigido en dirigente mediático durante el lockout patronal de 21 días contra el gobierno argentino que finalizó el 2 de 
abril” (ABC Digital, Asunción, 17-4-2008) 
 
(2) Variation: The EPN is added as a "high-value", register-marked synonym, conferring a modern, up-to-date 
aura to the discourse (in 10.3% of the Spanish examples, but only in 5.9% of the German ones): 
 
Mit dem Smartphone verschwinden alle Daten meistens auf Nimmerwiedersehen. Erstellen Sie deshalb regelmässige Sicherungen (Backups). 
(Back-up53, A13/SEP.01293 St. Galler Tagblatt, 12.09.2013, S. 16) 
 “Cuando Fanny salió del tpb se inventó los café conciertos, origen de lo que hoy se llama pomposamente Stand-up comedies” (Standup 9, El 
Malpensante.com, Bogotá, 3-2008) 
 
In a third step of our qualitative study, we related the results of the manually analyzed examples of the ten 
selected EPNs to the variable "thematic area". Our aim was to detect possible linkages of specific EPN handling 
techniques to the discourse of specific thematic areas. For reasons of space, we will only focus on the most frequent 
techniques, i.e., definitions and explicitations. We would like to highlight the outstanding differences between the 
subcorpora in the incidence of definitions (Fig. 4) and explicitations (Fig. 5) in the texts pertaining to the areas of 
‘science and technology’ and ‘arts, culture & show business’, respectively. 
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Fig. 4.Incidence of definitions as handling technique of EPNs in different thematic areas in the Spanish and German subcorpus 
 
 
Fig 5.Incidence of explicitation as a handling technique for EPNs in different thematic areas in the Spanish and German 
subcorpora 
5. Conclusion 
Corpora available online gather a great amount of data on EPNs despite localization difficulties due to their 
complex formal structure, spelling irregularity, and time and usage instability. However, we have been able to prove 
that their presence in languages other than English is a multilingual phenomenon that constitutes an ideal case for 
comparative studies. A bigger, tailor-made corpus for the study of EPNs would possibly bring spectacular results. 
Nevertheless, the thematic areas must be much more precise (see below), including a greater number of categories 
and subcategories. Detection tools would be a must, as well as a greater number of languages in order to fully assess 
similarities and contrasts. 
 
As preliminary specific results, we can list the following ones. Regarding the English phrasal noun phenomenon 
in Spanish and German, it can be observed that there is a strong tendency towards the presence of occasionalisms in 
Spanish, but this trend is much more marked in German. A certain semantic specialization for these nouns can also 
be observed both in German and Spanish. 
 
Regarding the treatment of EPNs in Spanish and German, we have been able to detect four amplification 
techniques (addition of information) and one related to stylistic devices (variation). However, the lack of any kind of 
treatment is the most frequent norm. It can also be observed that certain linguistic fields, both in Spanish and 
German, are more likely to present instances of EPN treatment. Spanish favours treatment in the area of science and 
technology, whereas German does the same in the areas of culture, current affairs and leisure. Politics, economy and 
justice do not present marked tendencies of the treatment of their phrasal nouns. 
 
Regarding methodological issues for future contrastive and translational studies on EPNs as loan words based on 
corpora, we consider making use of clearly cut, text-based thematic areas of the utmost relevance: culture, politics, 
economy, science, technology, etc. The minimal codification must include: theme/subtheme, country and date. 
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Additionally, the following active methodological components must be taken into account: searches for newly 
coined EPNs in databases specialized in neologisms, and a very close scrutiny of available reference corpora in 
order to identify the arrival of new English phrasal nouns. Detection tools similar to those already available for 
English phrasal verbs (Manrique, Moreno, and Orrego, 2012), if conveniently developed, could help assess texts to 
be included in the corpus. Among the possible passive methodological components, the following one must be 
included: building different ad hoc representative and specialized corpora in those thematic subareas contemplated 
in order to study those phrasal nouns located so far. Finally, the compilation of parallel corpora for the study of 
EPNs in translation contexts would be very necessary. Apart from being parallel, these corpora must be directional 
(with English as the source language) as well as multilingual. 
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